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What kind of mixed race/ethnicity data is needed for the 2020/21 global population census 
round: The cases of the UK, USA, and Canada 
Peter J Aspinall 
Abstract 
In western countries the mixed race/ethnicity population is experiencing a rapid increase in numbers 
and growing diversity, raising challenges for its capture in censuses and surveys. Methods include 
exact combinations of interest, multi-ticking, and open response, as exemplified by the censuses of 
England and Wales, the USA and Canada, and Scotland and Ireland, respectively. However, 
investigations of question face validity, reproducibility of findings, and efficacy of capture reveal 
quality problems with all three approaches. The low reporting reliability of this population urgently 
requires research and testing to identify optimal strategies. While there is clearly no one gold standard 
method of capture and current approaches have developed within national contexts,  it is timely to 
review these methods across the three countries and to make recommendations for the upcoming 
2020/21 censuses.  
Keywords: Mixed race, mixed ethnicity, census, face validity, reproducibility, efficacy of capture 
 
1.   Introduction 
Throughout much of the twentieth century the salient view in ethnicity data collection was 
that people belonged in separate and mutually exclusive racial/ethnic categories1, an approach termed 
ethnic absolutism (Gilroy 2004). This status quo was maintained by some statistical agencies in the 
UK through the claim that persons of mixed race/ethnicity preferred to identify with a single group 
(Sillitoe and White, 1992). 0RUHRYHULQWKH86$WKHµRQHGURSUXOH¶SULYLOHJHGWKHPLQRULW\HWKQLF
FRPSRQHQW LQ D PL[HG SHUVRQ¶V UDFLDO LGHQWLW\ UHTXLULQJ RQO\ RQH UDFH WR EH DVVLJQHG WR D SHUVRQ
(Davis 1991). 0L[HG SHUVRQV ZKR XWLOLVHG µRWKHU¶ FDWHJRULHV RU XQRIILFLDOO\ PXOWLWLFNHG ZHQW
uncounted. However, as the mixed population began to increase in recent decades and respondents in 
censuses and surveys demonstrated their wish to self-identify their mixedness in free-text (Aspinall 
2009), this approach was no longer sustainable. In consequence census and other official 
organizations across the world and especially in western countries have been faced with the challenge 
of how to count this mixed/multiple population. This has led to the adoption of a plurality of measures 
(Morning, 2008) that belies the complexities with respect to conceptualisation and the proliferation in 
type of mixes or combinations. Moreover, several countries are now approaching their second or third 
decennial census in which the mixed population has been measured, yielding an evidence base on 
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optimal strategies. It is therefore timely to take stock of these practices and to explore what kind of 
mixed race/ethnicity data is needed for the upcoming 2020/21 global population census round. 
1.1 The increase in the global mixed race/ethnicity population 
While South Africa and some Latin American countries, notably Brazil, have had a 
substantial mixed race/ethnicity population for centuries, brought about by processes of colonisation, 
the presence of a growing mixed population in most countries is a recent phenomenon or one made 
more visible through measurement. Increased international migration in response to processes of 
globalisation has given rise to substantial population mixing. While there remains a dearth of statistics 
to derive trends, available census data reveal a high growth rate. In the 2006 Canadian Census 
458,240 people (1.5 per cent of the population) reported multiple responses in the population group 
question, a 39.7 per cent increase since 2001 (compared with 5.4 per cent in the general population). 
There was a commensurate increase in the proportion of the population entering mixed marital and 
cohabitation unions. In the 2011 England and Wales Census PLOOLRQSHUVRQVRIµPL[HGPXOWLSOH¶
ethnicity (2.2 per cent of the general population) were enumerated, up from around 670,000 (1.3 per 
cent) in 2001. The proportion of people living as part of a couple who were in an inter-ethnic 
relationship increased from 7 to 9 per cent over 2001-11. 1LQHPLOOLRQSHUVRQVRIµWZRRUPRUHUDFHV¶
(2.9 per cent of the population) were recorded in the 2010 US Census, compared with 6.8 million (2.4 
per cent) in 2000. In the USA since 1980 the share of marriages between spouses of different races 
has increased almost fourfold (from 1.6 per cent to 6.3 per cent in 2013). 1HZ=HDODQG¶V&HQVXV
enumerated 443,000 persons of multiple ethnicity (11.2 per cent of the population), a rise from 10.4 
per cent in 2006 and 9.0 per cent in 2001. 
These data relate to people self-identifying as mixed, some studies indicating that operational 
definitions of mixedness (based on parentage or more distant ancestry) capture a substantially larger 
(by a multiple of over 3) mixed population (McFall 2012). Nearly all statistical agencies in western 
countries project substantial increases in the size of the mixed population based on its current youthful 
age structure, while representations of the group in the media hype the idea that mixedness is our 
foreseeable future (Aspinall 2015).  
1.2 Methods to capture mixed race/ethnicity in global decennial censuses 
The growing size of the mixed race/ethnicity population has resulted in a number of countries 
attempting to capture this population by various methods in national censuses over the last two 




The µWLFNDOO WKDWDSSO\¶ approach across predesignated ethnic/racial categories was used by 
New Zealand in its 1996, 2001, 2006 and 2013 Censuses. The US 2001 and 2010 Censuses used this 
format (as did the US Virgin Islands 2011 Census and Puerto Rico¶V 2000 Census, but not the 2010 
Censuses for Guam and American Samoa), the US Office of Management and Budget (1997) 
UHTXLULQJµDPHWKRGIRUUHSRUWLQJPRUHWKDQRQHUDFHVKRXOGEHDGRSWHG¶ZKLFKµVKRXOGWDNHWKHIRUP
RIPXOWLSOHUHVSRQVHVWRDVLQJOHTXHVWLRQDQGQRWD³PXOWLUDFLDO´FDWHJRU\¶20%S. 
The 1996, 2001, 2006, and 2011 and 2016 (long form National Household Survey) Canadian 
Censuses invited respondents to mark or specify more than one if applicable. The 2001 Jersey (UK 
Crown Dependency) &HQVXV TXHVWLRQ RQ µFXOWXUDO DQG HWKQLF EDFNJURXQG¶  offered multi-ticking 
within broad pan-HWKQLFJURXSVOLNHµ:KLWH¶RUµ$VLDQ¶RUµ%ODFN¶, although, confusingly, also offered 
DµPL[HG¶RSHQUHVSRQVHRSWLRQ  
Some countries used predesignated or specific combinations of groups. The ethnic group 
question in the DQG(QJODQGDQG:DOHV&HQVXVHVSURYLGHGµ:KLWHDQG%ODFN&DULEEHDQ¶
µ:KLWHDQG%ODFN$IULFDQ¶DQGµ:KLWHDQG$VLDQ¶DVZHOODVDQµ$Q\RWKHU¶RSHQUHVSRQVHRSWLRQV
IRU LWV µ0L[HG¶ categorisation µ0L[HGPXOWLSOH¶ LQ  Jersey adopted this same µPL[HG¶
FDWHJRULVDWLRQ LQ LWV  &HQVXV µFXOWXUDO DQG HWKQLF EDFNJURXQG¶ TXHVWLRQ The 2010 Bahamas 
Census question on racial group listed µ%ODFNDQG:KLWH¶µ%ODFNDQG2WKHU¶DQGµ:KLWHDQG2WKHU¶
amongst the nine options and  %HUPXGD¶V  &HQVus also offered these options. Macau SAR 
(Special Administrative Region)¶V  &HQVXV TXHVWLRQ RQ HWKQLFLW\ LQFOXGHG IRXU H[DFW
FRPELQDWLRQV DPRQJVW LWV VHYHQ RSWLRQV µ&KLQHVH 	 3RUWXJXHVH¶ µ&KLQHVH 3RUWXJXHVH 	 RWKHU¶
µ&KLQHVH	QRQ-3RUWXJXHVH¶DQGµ3RUWXJXHVH	QRQ-&KLQHVH¶5HVSRQGHQWVZHUHSURPSWHGWKDWµ,I
RQH¶V IDWKHU LV RI3RUWXJXHVHGHVFHQW DQGPRWKHU LI RI&KLQHVH-British descent, the ethnicity of the 
FKLOGUHQLVµ&KLQHVH3RUWXJXHVHDQGRWKHU¶ 
Some censuses give the respondent a write-in question to describe their µPL[HGQHVV¶ in their 
own words, including Scotland and Northern Ireland in 2001 and 2011. -HUVH\¶V  &HQVXV
TXHVWLRQ XVHG DQ µ2WKHU RU 0L[HG¶ ZULWH-LQ RSWLRQ ,UHODQG¶V  &HQVXV HWKQLF RU FXOWXUDO
background question also offered a write-LQµ2WKHULQFOXGLQJPL[HGEDFNJURXQG¶WKHGXSOH[IUHHWH[W
box suggesting two groups. Some countries restrict the number of groups to be specified. For 
H[DPSOH+RQJ.RQJ6$5¶V3RSXODWLRQ&HQVXVVWDWHVWKDWµIRUDSHUVRQEHORQJLQJWR more than 
one ethnic group, record two major ethnic groups and specify other ethnic groups, where appropriate, 
LQ WKH ER[¶ 7KH )HGHUDWHG 6WDWHV RI0LFURQHVLD DVNHG DERXW WKH SHUVRQ¶V HWKQLF origin in its 2010 
Census, listing as examples Yapese, Satawalese, Pohnpeian, Mortlockese, American, etc. and 





using a single closed term. Amongst censuses that just listed a predesignated generic µ0L[HG¶RSWLRQ 
were Grenada (2001), Guyana (2002), Jamaica (2011), St Lucia (2010), St Vincent and the 
Grenadines (2001), Trinidad and Tobago (2000), Barbados (2010), Antigua and Barbuda (2001), 
Anguilla (2001), Dominica (2001), Guyana (2002), and Solomon Islands (1999 but not 2009). South 
Africa used the term µ&RORXUHG¶ LQ LWV  &HQVXV %HOL]H¶V  &HQVXV ethnic group question 
prompted the interviewer to LQGLFDWHµPD[LPXPRIWZRUHVSRQVHVDOORZHG¶WKHRSWLRQVLQFluding 
µ0HVWL]R6SDQLVK/DWLQR¶WKRXJKLWV 2011 Census just listed µ0HVWL]R¶ without the instruction). The 
VL[ RSWLRQV LQ &RVWD 5LFD¶V  &HQVXV TXHVWLRQ LQFOXGHG µ0XODWWR¶ DQG µ:KLWH RU PHVWL]R¶ A 
variant of this method is WKHXVHRIµSDUW¶ with respect to particular ethnic groups, giving the minimal 
LQGLFDWLRQRIWKHSHUVRQ¶VPL[The Cook Islands 2001 Census listed µ3DUW&RRN,VODQG0DRUL¶LQDVHW
of three options. In )LML¶V  &HQVXV the fifteen ethnic group options included µ&KLQHVH3DUW
&KLQHVH¶ DQG µ3DUW (XURSHDQ¶ The Singapore 2010 Census offered the predesignated option of 
µ(XUDVLDQ¶ The 2009 Vanuatu Census listed µPart Ni-9DQXDWX¶ and the 20 7RQJD &HQVXV µ3DUW
7RQJDQ¶. 
Several approaches were thus used and some countries changed methods in a following 
census, suggesting their provisional or experimental nature. Clearly, which method a country uses 
PD\ GHSHQG RQ PDQ\ IDFWRUV LQFOXGLQJ WKH RYHUDOO VL]H RI LWV µPL[HG¶ SRSXODWLRQ WKH QXPEHU RI
ethnic/racial groups involved in population mixing and size of different mixes, and the reasons why a 
state might wish to capture this population, including the prominence a country may wish to give to 
different ethnic/racial mixes. +RZHYHURQO\µWLFNDOOWKDWDSSO\¶, specific combinations of interest, and 
µPL[HG¶ open response provide information on the composition of a persRQ¶V PL[HGQHVV. These 
options, exemplified by the USA, Canada and the UK, are evaluated with respect to face validity, 
consistency (or reproducibility) of findings, and capture of mixedness. Finally, an assessment is made 
of the optimal approach in these three countries. 
All three countries differ in terms of histories of collecting data on racial/ethnic groups, with 
the USA and Canada having long traditions. Each census in the USA since the first in 1790 has 
included a question on race. In Canada the British North American colonies of Nova Scotia and St 
John Island were the first to identify racial/ethnic origins in their censuses of 1767 and, since 
Confederation in 1867, such information has been collected in every national census (except 1891). 
Britain is a relative latecomer with ethnic group first asked in the 1991 Census. Furthermore, the 
manner in which multiple reporting first emerged has varied across these national contexts. In the 
USA Prewitt (2013) has argued that the context of immigrant-driven multiculturalism allowed the 
multiraciality movement in the census to gain political traction. Changing political realities - the rise 
in mixed racial/ethnic unions - and activist organisations that argued for personal choice sustained the 




latter. By contrast the impetus for µPL[HG¶FDWHJRULVDWLRQ LQ%ULWDLQZDVGULYHQE\FHQVXVGDWDXVHU
needs in the absence of advocacy groups. Thus, in the USA and Canada, multiticking was grafted on 
to an already existing racial hierarchy while in Britain the exact combinations drew on the main pan-
ethnic section headings. 
2.   Methods 
The study uses the method of narrative review to identify relevant literature on the capture of 
the mixed race/ethnicity or multiracial population in censuses and surveys. The Web of Science, 
Science Direct, Scopus, Population Index, and Popline databases were searched, using keywords and 
%RROHDQVHDUFKWHUPVHQFRPSDVVLQJFRXQWU\QDPHVWHUPVIRUWKHµPL[HG¶SRSXODWLRQinstruments of 
capture such as censuses/surveys, and quality criteria (such as reproducibility). Searches were also 
undertaken on the ONS, US Census Bureau, and Statistics Canada websites. The United Nations 2010 
World Population and Housing Census Programme website was used to access national census 
questionnaires. The findings were analysed with reference to key aspects of data quality. 
With respect to theory, the paper draws on -HQNLQV¶  EDVLF PRGHO RI WKH internal-
external dialectic of identification that proposes that group identities (as constituted by members of 
the group) and social categories (the collective external definition by others) are mutually implicated 
in and feed back upon each other. This theorisation references Barth (1969) who offers a model of 
ethnic and other social identities as fluid and dynamic, situationally and contextually contingent, and 
the continual subject and object of negotiation at their boundaries. These characteristics have 
significant implications for the classification of populations where self-identification is now the 
accepted method of assignment. Moreover, such challenges are magnified when it is necessary to 
communicate the option of choosing multiple races. Given the social and psychological fluidity in 
multiracial identities, the search for questions that best capture stability may, in reality, be difficult 
and demanding to construct. 
 
3.   Results 
 
3.1 The Cases of the United Kingdom, USA, and Canada 
The methods of multi-ticking (USA and Canada), exact combinations of interest (England and 
Wales), and open response (Scotland and Northern Ireland) have been used across at least two 




Face validity: µ0L[HG¶ categorisation has been included in the England and Wales 2001 and 
2011 Censuses, with the same exact combinations asked in both censuses, the section label and the 
free-WH[W µ$Q\ RWKHU¶ RSWLon being changed from Mixed to Mixed/multiple in 2011. Moreover, the 
FRPSRVLWLRQRI WKHµ:KLWHDQG$VLDQ¶FDWHJRU\ LV OLNHO\ WRKDYHFKDQJHG LQDV µ&KLQHVH¶ZDV
relocated from the Other ethnic group section to Asian/Asian British. All the exact combinations 
privilege White (as listed first) and these two-group combinations select for mixed parentage (or µGXDO
KHULWDJH¶ 7KHUH LV QR explicit provision for three or more groups or for mixed minority groups, 
except in the write-in option (which provides just 17 character spaces in one free-text box, rather than 
the 20 in the duplex box in 2001). 
,Q 6FRWODQG¶V  &HQVXV WKH µ0L[HG¶ VHFWLRQ SURYLGHG D WLFN RSWLRQ µ$Q\ 0L[HG
background¶ and a duplex free-text box (two lines of 10 characters each) to write in a response. In 
 WKH VHFWLRQ ODEHOZDVFKDQJHG WRµ0L[HGRUPXOWLSOHHWKQLFJURXSV¶DQG WKH WLFNRSWLRQ µAny 
mixed or multiple ethnic groups¶7KHZULWH-in space was increased to two lines of 17 characters each 
WZLFHWKHSURYLVLRQRI(QJODQGDQG:DOHV¶VIUHH-text option). 1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG¶V&HQVXVHWKQLc 
group question also LQFOXGHGDµPL[HGHWKQLFJURXS¶WLFNER[DQGGXSOH[IUHH-text box (two lines of 10 
characters), reduced to one line of 17 characters in 2011. There are no issues regarding face validity as 
the questions in both home countries invite unprompted open response. 
Reproducibility of the data 
In England and Wales two types of data allow testing of response consistency: long-term 
stability and change between decennial population censuses; and short-term change (over a year or 
two), as revealed by linked responses to the ethnic question in surveys and data collections. By 
comparing responses to the ethnic question in the 2001 and 2011 Censuses amongst ONS 
Longitudinal Study participants, a matrix of transitions can be compiled. Only modest proportions 
VWD\HG LQ WKHVDPH µPL[HG¶JURXS from one census to the next: Mixed White and Black Caribbean, 
76.4 per cent; Mixed White and Asian, 58.8 per cent; Mixed White and Black African, 56.8 per cent; 
and Other Mixed, 29.6 per cent (Simpson et al, 2015), all proportions below the White (99.2 per cent) 
and constituent minority ethnic groups. The poor stability in the Other Mixed group is to be expected, 
JLYHQLWVKHWHURJHQHLW\EXWWKHPRGHVWSURSRUWLRQVLQWKHµ:KLWHDQG%ODFN$IULFDQ¶DQGµ:KLWHDQG
$VLDQ¶ groups ± not much over half ± is a matter of concern. It is clear that the specification of exact 
combinations, unexpectedly, GRHV QRW GHOLYHU VWDELOLW\ H[FHSW LQ WKH µ:KLWH DQG %ODFN &DULEEHDQ¶
group. 
Broadly similar findings were reported in a study that compared ethnicity recording for the 
same children (6.7 million matched records) in the same year but across two different sources, linked 
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recorded ethnicity in the 2011 Census and the 2011 English School Census (ONS 2014). The stability 
levels were 62 per cent IRUµ:KLWHDQG%ODFN&DULEEHDQ¶55 per cent µ:KLWHDQG%ODFN$IULFDQ¶54 
per cent IRUµ:KLWHDQG$VLDQ¶, and 47 per cent IRUµ2WKHU0L[HG¶Amongst the discrepancies 12 per 
cent of records that KHOGDµ:KLWHDQG%ODFN&DULEEHDQEDFNJURXQG¶HWKQic classification on the 2011 
Census ZHUHUHFRUGHGDVµ$Q\RWKHUPL[HGEDFNJURXQG¶RQthe English School Census. Again, these 
stability levels were worse than White British (95 per cent) and the constituent minority ethnic 
groups. 
The reproducibility of findings for open response is more difficult to establish and no reports 
have been found for µPL[HG¶RSWLRQs in the Scotland and Northern Ireland censuses. 
Efficacy of capture 
The England and Wales question captures the three exact combinations of ethnic/racial 
groups though with poor consistency. :LWKUHVSHFWWRWKHµ:KLWHDQG$VLDQ¶RSWLRQ 2001 Census data 
on ethnic group stratified by country of birth showed that some respondents born in West, East and 
South-east Asia interpreted the µ$VLDQ¶component as relating to continental Asia. This heterogeneity 
has worsened in 2011 as ONS QRZGHILQHVµ$VLDQ¶WRLQFOXGHµ&KLQHVH¶WKXVFUHDWLQJDSUREOHPRI
comparability. Amongst the 71,094 migrants in this mixed group in 2011, 11.3 per cent were born in 
India and 2.9 per cent in Pakistan, but 6.2 per cent in Iran, 5.8 per cent in Turkey, 4.8 per cent in 
Thailand, 4.6 per cent in the Philippines, 3.4 per cent in Iraq, and 3.3 per cent in Hong Kong. The 
category has therefore shifted from D µ0L[HG¶ :KLWH DQG South Asian option (as ONS intended in 
2001) to one where Asian is continental.  
The Census options clearly lack efficacy in capturing multiplicity (three or more groups) 
through use of exact two-group combinations. This VXJJHVWV ILUVW JHQHUDWLRQ µPL[HGQHVV¶ - µPL[HG
SDUHQWDJH¶ (µGXDO KHULWDJH¶) HTXLYDOHQW WR µELUDFLDO¶ LQ WKH 86 - rather than multigenerational 
mixedness (where one or both parents are mixed). This is a drawback as studies show that around a 
ILIWKRIWKRVHLGHQWLI\LQJDVµPL[HGUDFH¶FKRRVe unprompted to name three or more groups (Aspinall 
and Song, 2013; Lincoln 2008). Also, the options are likely to undercount mixed minority 
combinations as the predesignated options select for mixes including White and may signal this for 
the open response option, including its availability as a space to indicate detailed two-group 
combinations. $VSLQDOODQG6RQJ¶VVHOI-selected study sample included 4 per cent who were 
minority mixed. 
A further criticism is that the options favour minority ethnic collectivities that have an 
DVVRFLDWLRQZLWK%ULWDLQ¶VFRORQLDOSDVW (Aspinall and Song, 2014). Since the early 1990s Britain has 
seen unprecedented international migration. The latest (2015) data on country of birth in the UK 
reveals substantial migrant communities from countries not captured in the decennial census: 
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estimates include 831,000 Polish, 132,000 Sri Lankans, 132,000 Filipinos, 114,000 Somalis, 53,000 
Brazilians, and 289,000 Romanians and Bulgarians (combined). In areas which have received large 
numbers of international migrants, such as London and metropolitan districts, new patterns of 
population mixing have emerged EHWZHHQFRPPXQLWLHVWKDWDUHIUHTXHQWO\GLVVRFLDWHGIURP%ULWDLQ¶V
colonial past. These patterns are now impacting on the usHRIWKHIRXUµPL[HG¶FDWHJRULHVHVSHFLDOO\
DPRQJVW WKH YHU\ \RXQJ µPL[HG¶ JURXS ZLWK LQFUHDVLQJ QXPEHUV XWLOLVLQJ WKH FDWFK DOO µ$Q\ RWKHU
PL[HGPXOWLSOH¶ FDWHJRU\ &OHDUO\ ZKHQ WKLV FDWHJRU\ VXEVWDQWLDOO\ H[FHHGV WKH VL]H RI RWKHU
categories (or even the aggregate size of the exact combination categories), then the utility and 
validity of the classification must be questioned.  
Annual School Census data at January 2014 shows that in England 66,495 children in state-
funded primary schools were enumerateG LQ WKH µ$Q\ RWKHU PL[HG EDFNJURXQG¶ FDWHJRU\ .0 per 
cent RI DOO  µPL[HG¶ SXSLOV3 7KH QH[W ODUJHVW JURXS ZDV µ:KLWH DQG %ODFN &DULEEHDQ¶
accounting for 51,550 (27.9 per cent) pupils. As expected, a smaller proportion of state-funded 
secondary school pupils (46,755, 34.9 per cent) faOOLQWRWKHµ$Q\RWKHUPL[HGEDFNJURXQG¶FDWHJRU\
EXW WKLV ZDV VWLOO WKH ODUJHVW µPL[HG¶ FDWHJRU\ +RZHYHU there is substantial variation across local 
authorities in England in the importance of this catch-all mixed category. Amongst primary school 
SXSLOV LW UHSUHVHQWHGDKDOIRUPRUHRIDOO µPL[HG¶SXSLOV LQ four of the 14 Inner London boroughs 
(Islington, 53 per cent; Kensington and Chelsea, 63 per cent; Newham, 55 per cent, and Westminster, 
59 per cent); Hillingdon (55 per cent) in Outer London, and ten local authorities elsewhere in 
England. ,QDOODGR]HQORFDODXWKRULWLHVKDGµRWKHUPL[HG¶JURXSSRSXODWLRQVWKDWH[FHHGHGWKHVXP
of the three exact combinations. Even amongst older (secondary school) pupils, 10 local authority 
areas exceeded the 50 per cent threshold. Whilst this is an emerging problem in the second decade of 
the 21st century, it is likely to be significant by 2021 and, indeed, through the 2020s when this data 
will be the primary source of ethnic data. 
7KH6FRWODQGDQG1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG&HQVXVµPL[HG¶RSWLRQVappear satisfactory for the capture 
of their UHODWLYHO\ VPDOOPL[HGSRSXODWLRQV7KH6FRWODQG&HQVXV HQXPHUDWHG µPL[HG¶
persons (0.3 per cent of the population), increasing to 19,815 (0.4 per cent) in 2011.  In Northern 
Ireland 3,319 mixed persons (0.2 per cent of the population) were enumerated in 2001, increasing to 
6,014 (0.3 per cent) in 2011. However, an analysis of the Scotland 2011 Census4 µPL[HG¶UHVSRQVHV
reveals poor information content, over a quarter (25.9 per cent) being FRGHGµ6FRWWLVK¶DQGDIXUWKHU
quarter (25.1 per cent µ2WKHU PL[HG DQG PXOWLSOH HWKQLF JURXSV¶0RUHRYHU D IXUWKHU per cent 
ZHUH FRGHG µ2WKHU%ULWLVK¶ DQG per cent µ2WKHU:HVWHUQ(XURSHDQ¶. Thus, almost two-thirds of 
responses fell into these broad collectivities and lacked utility with respect to what the mixes 
comprised. Also, many respondents just wrote in a single nationality, like Turkish, Brazilian, or 
Albanian. Only 14.9 per cent (n=2,947) of responses gave specific combinations: White and Asian 
(unspecified) (4.0 per cent), White and South Asian (2.6 per cent), Black and White (2.3 per cent), 
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White and Black Caribbean (1.7 per cent), Chinese and White (1.1 per cent), Anglo-Indian (1.0 per 
cent), White and Black African (0.9 per cent), White and Arab (0.5 per cent), Black and Asian (0.3 
per cent), White and East Asian (0.3 per cent), and South Asian and Chinese (0.1 per cent). Thus, in 
Scotland the open response method mainly captures disparate responses that reveal little about mixed 
ethnic identities. Results for the write-in option in the 2011 Northern Ireland Census show greater 
efficacy in capturing types of mixedness5. Almost half (47.1 per cent) of the write-in descriptions 
named WZRJURXSVµ:KLWHDQG$VLDQ¶27.5 per centµ:KLWHDQG%ODFN¶ per centDQGµ%ODFNDQG
$VLDQ¶ per cent, the remainder (52.9 per cent) EHLQJFRGHG WRµ2WKHUPL[HGHWKQLFLW\¶, findings 
more in accord with research studies. 
 
United States 
Face validity: In the US 2010 Census respondents were given the opportunity (as in 2000) to 
multitick across 15 options in the race question, the instruction being given on the line of the question 
without further prominence. Given the number of options and extent of mixing across population 
groups, this method is optimal. However, it does not capture mixes between Hispanics and the groups 
listed in the race question as Hispanics are considered an ethnic group and captured in a separate 
question. In the US there is an additional reason for prioritising this form of capture: it enables 
responses to be reassigned to the main minority race groups for the purposes of civil rights 
enforcement.  However, in producing standard tables from the question, the US Census Bureau 
aggregates the options into pan-ethnic groups or races (such as White, Black, and Asian), the 
published analyses focusing on broad multiple-race categories (e.g., White-Black; Black-Asian; 
White-Black-Asian; etc.). Of the 2010 population of two or more races (9.009 million), 8.3 per cent 
comprised three or more races, up from 6.7 per cent in 2000. In the Pew survey the proportion 
reporting three or more races was 11.0 per cent (Pew Research Centre, 2015). Only limited data is 
available on combinations of the detailed 15 options in the race question. The US Census Bureau 
released a 2010 Census Public Use (PUMS) file that includes a variable ("RACECHKBX") which 
provides insights into multiple detailed responses, combination groups such as White and Korean; 
White and Vietnamese; Black or African American and Asian Indian; and Black or African American 
and Chinese. 
Reproducibility of the data 
Tests of reproducibility indicate that the US Census option to multitick produced problematic 
data: in a post-census validation survey, of non-Hispanic panel respondents reporting two or more 
races in the US 2000 Census, only 40 per cent (724,686/1,814,610) also reported two or more races in 
the Census Quality Survey (CQS) initial contact (Bentley et al, 2003). Further, several months after 
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the CQS interview, an independent telephone interview was undertaken (Martin and Gerber 2003). 
Once again respondents were asked to report their race but on this occasion to choose one race, with a 
follow-up probe for respondents who persisted in reporting two races. 9.4 per cent of respondents who 
reported two races in the initial CQS interview reported a race different from either race initially 
reported. Moreover, 2.5 per cent continued to report more than one race, all of them different from 
those initially reported. 16 per cent of respondents would not provide single race answers and the 
recontact question was not answered by about 13 per cent of respondents. These findings further 
suggest problems of unreliability with the multiple answers format. 
There is evidence of substantial variation in inconsistency of reporting across different 
particular race combinations (Bennett 2003; Liebler et al, 2004) that is concealed in aggregate cross-
sectional data. The latter have shown that the multiple-race groups have very high levels of response 
churning. The most consistent multiple-race response was non-Hispanic white-black; 37 per cent of 
people in this group in either 2000 or 2010 reported it in both 2000 and 2010. This compares in this 
population with 35 per cent for White and Asian, 29 per cent for Black and Asian, and 7 per cent for 
American Indian/Alaska Native and Asian. Moreover, with this scale of churning, these various 
combinations would seem to offer little potential basis for group-IRUPDWLRQ RU µgroupness¶ in the 
sense of internally homogeneous and externally bounded solidary groups). Barth (1969) envisaged 
some movement across ethnic group boundaries rather than substantial turnover. 
One reason for these findings may be changes in racial/ethnic identity: in the Pew Survey 
around three-in-ten adults with a multiracial background said that they had changed the way they 
described their race over the years, with some saying they once thought of themselves as only one 
race and now think of themselves as more than one race, and others saying the opposite. However, the 
design and wording of the question may have also contributed to inconsistency. Cognitive testing of 
this method by the US Census Bureau found that many respondents were less likely to read the 
instructions than the list of options in the question stem (Gerber, de la Puente, and Levin, 1998) and, 
even when they did, the cognitive interviews revealed that they may not absorb its meaning. 
Respondents often did not realize they could multitick, even when they had just read the instruction to 
µPDUN RQH RU PRUH UDFHV¶ aloud. In the July 2000 Current Population Survey Race and Ethnicity 
6XSSOHPHQWFRJQLWLYHWHVWLQJRIWKHTXHVWLRQµSOHDVHVHOHFWRQHRUPRUHRIWKHIROORZLQJFDWHJRULHVWR
GHVFULEH KLVKHU UDFH¶ LQGLFDWHG WKDWRQH WKLUG RI UHVSRQGHQWV ZHUH XQDZDUH WKDW WKH\ FRXOG FKRRVH
more than one category (Fisher, Fricker, and Schwartz 2000). Similar findings with respect to 
instructions have been reported in the UK, with form-fillers going straight to the question options.  
The National Research Council (2004, p. 320¶V3DQHOWR5HYLHZWKH&HQVXVFRQFOXGHG
WKDWµ7KLVVLJQLILFDQWLQFRQVLVWHQF\LQPXOWLUDFHUHSRUWLQJLQGLFDWHVWKDWPHPEHUVKLSLQWKHPXOWLUDFLDO
population is highly unstable and therefore that the multiracial population identified on Census Day is 
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oQO\RQHRIPDQ\PXOWLUDFLDOSRSXODWLRQVWKDWPLJKWKDYHEHHQHQXPHUDWHG¶ Such instability suggests 
the need to accord greater prominence to the instruction or, according to Martin and Gerber (2003, p. 
µ«DQHHGIRUDTXHVWLRQWKDWSXWVVRPHHPSKDVLV on the one or more option without leading 
UHVSRQGHQWVWRZDUGLW¶ 
 
Efficacy of capture 
As in the UK censuses, the US censuses only capture respondents who self-assign as two or 
more races, the question instruction in 2000 (but not 2010) asking the respondHQW µto indicate what 
this person considers himself/herself to be¶. The Pew Research Centre reported in its 2015 survey 
findings that 1.4 per cent of the US adult population self-described in this way. However, a further 2.9 
per cent were of multiracial background based on their parents and an additional 2.6 per cent were of 
multiracial background based on their grandparents, making 6.9 per cent in all. Only four-in-ten adults 
with a mixed racial background (39 per cent) said they considerHGWKHPVHOYHV WREHµmixed race or 
multiracial¶, a similar proportion to that in the UK. Moreover, as noted, the question does not capture 
PL[HVRIWZRRUPRUHUDFHVWKDWLQFOXGH+LVSDQLFDV+LVSDQLFRULJLQLVDVNHGLQDµ+LVSDQLF/DWLQR
or Spanish RULJLQ¶ question. Several exploratory approaches to combining the race and Hispanic 
origin questions into one item (an approach endorsed by Kenneth Prewitt, along with a national origin 
question and parental place of birth to identify children of immigrants) reported a two or more 
responses population of between 3.9% and 6.8% (Compton et al., 2013). 
 
Canada 
Face validity: The option to multitick in the Canadian Census (1996, 2001, 2006, and more 
recently on the National Household Survey) is well suited to the diverse population of Canada and its 
state policy of multiculturalism. Indeed, Canada is the only country that reports granular µPL[HG¶
categories VXFKDVµ:KLWHDQG)LOLSLQR¶µ:KLWHDQG/DWLQ$PHULFDQ¶, DQGµPXOWLSOHYLVLEOHPLQRULW\¶ 
two-thirds of the dozen combinations of multiple responses in 2006 being selected by 20,000 people 
or more. Clearly, it would be impractical to capture such diversity by the option of specifying exact 
combinations of groups. Moreover, it is notable that multiple visible minorities comprised 22.7 per 
cent of all multiple responses. However, as the self-reporting Aboriginal population was not included 
in this question, the multiple responses exclude mixes involving this group (including the Métis 
population). 7KXV LW LV QRW D µZKROH SRSXODWLRQ¶ PHDVXUH RI PL[HGQHVV 7KH µ:KLWH DQG PXOWLSOH
YLVLEOHPLQRULW\¶RSWLRQUHYHDOVWKDWPRUHWKDQ per cent of the multiple responses were three or more 
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JURXSV ZKLOH RWKHUV PLJKW EH FRQFHDOHG LQ WKH µPXOWLSOH YLVLEOH PLQRULW\¶ FDWHJRU\ No particular 
prominence in the question is given to the multi-ticking instruction. 
Reproducibility of the data 
No studies have been found (and none indicated by Statistics Canada) that test the 
reproducibility of the data yielded by the µPDUNPRUHWKDQRQHRUVSHFLI\¶LQVWUXFWLRQ 
 
Efficacy of capture 
The question appears to satisfactorily capture multiple responses across the White and visible 
minority ethnic groups. However, as the Aboriginal Population is excluded from the population group 
question, the count of multiple ethnic groups excludes combinations that include Aboriginals. 
 
3.2 An England and Wales experiment to test the utility and validity of different question options 
One of the key objectives of an ESRC-funded study on mixed race identities (Aspinall and 
Song, 2013) ZDVWRLQYHVWLJDWHZKHWKHUWKHUHZHUHEHWWHUZD\VWRFDSWXUHWKHµPL[HG¶SRSXODWLRQWKDQ
the 2001 England and Wales Census µFRPELQDWLRQFDWHJRULHV¶and to share results with the UK census 
agencies as part of their 2011 Census Development Programmes. Respondents (n=326 aged 18-25) 
were asked to evaluate the three main variants: the England and Wales 2001 Census exact 
combinations question DYHUVLRQ LQZKLFK WKH µPL[HG¶FDWHJRULHVZHUH UHSODFHGE\D µPL[HG¶ open 
response RSWLRQDQGDµPL[HG¶RSWLRQWRmulti-tick across the other 12 categories (of the kind adopted 
in the 2000 US and 2001 Canadian Census questions) (Aspinall 2003).  Respondents were asked 
which of these variants was easiest and most difficult to complete and which best enabled them to 
describe their racial/ethnic identity, by completing the three questions. Respondents reported that they 
found the 2001 Census question easiest to complete and the multi-ticking option most difficult and 
that the open response question best enabled them to describe their ethnic or racial identity (followed 
by the census question).  
 
Additionally, WZRTXDOLW\PHDVXUHVZHUHGHULYHG5HVSRQGHQWV¶understanding of the question 
(using a rule-based method incorporating items such as non-response, misreporting, etc.) was best for 
the census question, followed by open response. However, the information content yielded by the 
question (again, using a rule-based method that measured the accuracy, precision, and completeness 
with which the multiple groups were described when set against other extensive racial/ethnic 
information in the questionnaire) was highest for open response, followed by the census question. 
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These findings - which indicate that multi-ticking is not currently a recommended option for the UK - 
were submitted to ONS and the General Register Office (Scotland). After reviewing this evidence and 
further evaluation, both census agencies decided not to utiliVH WKLVDSSURDFK WRFDSWXUH WKH µPL[HG¶
group in the 2011 Census (ONS 2008; Scottish Government and General Register Office for Scotland 
2008).  
 
Respondents were also invited to complete a further question developed by Berthoud (1998) - 
DVNLQJ IRU WKHLU µIDPLO\¶V HWKQLF RULJLQV¶ PRWKHU¶V IDPLO\ DQG IDWKHU¶V IDPLO\ - though this was 
subjected to only limited evaluation as ONS had ruled out the use of a status measure rather than a 
self-identity question in the 2001 Census Development Programme. While in the research µ:KLWH¶
ZDVEURNHQGRZQDQG µ0L[HG¶ DGGHG WR%HUWKRXG¶V OLVW RI HWKQLFRULJLQV WKLV TXHVWLRQ\LHOGHG WKH
highest information content of all the classification options. However, it proved complex to code 
given the range of permutations of selected categories that included free text, further reducing its 
attractiveness as a census question. 
 
In its shortlisted selection of options for the 2011 England and Wales Census ethnic group 
question, ONS (2009) used a prioritisation tool to select two changes to the question from the 22 
identified (all relating to groups rather than question GHVLJQFKDQJHV7ZRFRQFHUQHGµPL[HG¶JURXSV
the additions of a mixed: Black and Asian and mixed: White and Chinese categories which came 7th 
and 12th in the rank-order and so were not adopted. 
 
4. Discussion 
The mixed racial/ethnic group is one of the fastest growing in the UK and North America, 
creating an urgency to find optimal methods for capturing this population but with no best candidate 
in view. Open response was a favoured approach in the aforementioned experiment (Aspinall and 
Song 2013) but with varied results in Scotland and Northern Ireland 2011 Censuses. In Scotland only 
15 per cent of responses provided LQIRUPDWLRQRQWKHFRPSRVLWLRQRIWKHµPL[HG¶JURXS and around 
half in Northern Ireland. However, given the growing diversity of the population through increased 
population mixing amongst an ever-widening mix of ethnicities and national origin groups, the multi-
ticking option would appear to offer the optimal method of capture. Yet this method yields poor 
reproducibility of the responses and encounters high levels of misunderstanding in tests. Clearly, there 
is unlikely to be a gold standard method of capture that is suitable for all national settings and all 
census/ survey contexts. Countries have different processes of ethnogenesis, including their own 
specific migration histories, different contexts supplied by colonial histories, and different histories of 
the racialisation of minority populations. 
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Moreover, ethnic group is a concept with fuzzy group boundaries, that is, ambiguity about the 
criteria of group membership, and is known to change depending on situation, context, and 
interpretation of underlying concepts. These problems are likely to be exacerbated in capturing mixed 
ethnicity persons as two or more racial/ethnic groups are involved. Further, many of the categories 
themselves which are multiticked or used in combinations are conceptually incoherent or inconsistent, 
encompassing colour labels, continental or regional descriptors, nationalities or national origins, and 
tribes, listed under such generic labels as race, ethnic group, and origins or ancestry. For example, the 
conceptual base LQ WKH (QJODQG DQG :DOHV &HQVXV VKLIWHG IURP µFXOWXUDO EDFNJURXQG¶  WR
µHWKQLFJURXSRUEDFNJURXQG¶As respondents frequently interpret these overarching concepts 
and category labels differently, it is perhaps not surprising that there is instability in responses across 
different contexts and data sources. Also, as the mixed population is primarily youthful, instability in 
enumeration between censuses may be a product of a change in mode of assignment from head of 
household to self-assignment. Finally, the distinctiveness of specific geographical locales may 
produce particular configurations of mixedness in the census, as Nassy Brown (2009) has 
demonstrated for Liverpool.  Thus, recommendations are tentative and belie an urgent need for further 
research to test the validity and utility of different methods of capture. 
4.1 Recommendations for the 2020/2021 Census Round: USA, Canada, and UK 
Multiticking options in the 2006 Canadian and 2010 US Censuses appear to have worked 
well. As the Canadian question on population group excludes aboriginal populations, the mixes 
between this group and the White and visible minority populations are unknown, though the Census 
provides a count of the Métis population. In this case the trade-off between comparability and 
increased capture of Aboriginal mixes probably favours the former, though population level mixing 
could usefully be measured in government social surveys. In both the USA and Canada the instruction 
to multitick could be emboldened to give greater prominence, as there was evidence in US testing 
programmes that some form-fillers did not notice the instruction and went straight to the options.  
Martin and Gerber (2003) suggest that the juxtaposition in the 2000 Census Question of 
µ:KDW LV WKLV SHUVRQ¶V UDFH"¶ µUDFH¶ LQ WKH VLQJXODU ZLWK µ0DUN RQH RU PRUH UDFHV¶ may have 
confused some form-ILOOHUV7KH\DUJXHWKDWWKH³RQHRUPRUH´RSWLRQFRXOGEHEHWWHUFRPPXQLFDWHG
ZLWK SOXUDO JUDPPDWLFDO IRUPV VXFK DV µUDFH RU UDFHV¶ RU WR SUREH IRU µ$Q\ PRUH"¶, though 
compromising comparability. 
This may be a secondary consideration if the US Census Bureau integrates the category of 
µ+LVSDQLF¶LQWRWKHUDFHTXHVWLRQDV indicated in some candidate classification options for the 2020 
Census which yield significantly larger multiple response counts (Compton et al., 2013). This would, 
of course, disrupt comparability with 2000 and 2010 Census findings on the multiticked population 
but would yield more meaningful data from the viewpoint of population diversity. 
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The UK presents a somewhat different case. Several question tests suggest that the 
introduction of multiWLFNLQJPD\LQFXUTXDOLW\SUREOHPVWKRXJKWKLVPD\EHGXHWRWKHSXEOLF¶VODFN
of familiarity with the format. While the exact combinations method might be expected to yield data 
with better reproducibility and greater capture as the options are pre-specified, there is only limited 
evidence for the former in the ONS Longitudinal Study. However, when Jersey switched to an 
England and Wales-type question, the mixed population increased from 366 to 692 (an 89.1 per cent 
increase) during the period 2001-20116.   
Amongst other limitations to the England and Wales µH[DFW FRPELQDWLRQV¶ DSSURDFK is the 
IRFXVRQFRPELQDWLRQV LQYROYLQJ µ:KLWH¶DQG WKH few broad minority ethnic groups in the pairings: 
µ%ODFN &DULEEHDQ¶ µ%ODFN $IULFDQ¶ DQG µ$VLDQ¶ 6XFK FROOHFWLYLWLHV DOO UHODWH WR %ULWDLQ¶V FRORQLDO
past and are only a subset of other potentially important pairings like µ:KLWHDQG&KLQHVH¶µ:KLWHDQG
South-(DVW $VLDQ¶ µ:KLWH DQG $UDE¶, and minority ethnic group combinations. Some such 
respondents only have recourse to the µ$Q\RWKHU0L[HGPXOWLSOHHWKQLFEDFNJURXQG¶FDWHJRU\, now 
of burgeoning size in some parts of the country. Moreover, with the proportion in inter-ethnic unions 
varying between the White and Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi groups, it is becoming increasingly 
XQVDWLVIDFWRU\ WR OXPS WKH ODWWHU LQWR DQ µ$VLDQ¶ FROOHFWLYLW\ SDUWLFXODUO\ as WKH µ:KLWH DQG $VLDQ¶
category is now being used by mixed Chinese, West Asian, and SE Asian populations. 
Many of these drawbacks could be resolved by the introduction of multiticking, the space 
saved by eliminating the current mixed categories opening a space for other needed categories like 
µ3ROLVK¶(under µWhite¶, µSri Lankan¶ and µFilipino¶ (under µAsian¶DQGµSomali¶ (under µBlack¶7). 
There is a strong argument for including this option in cognitive research, small-scale tests, and large-
scale trials ahead of the 2021 enumeration given its efficacy in capturing multiplicity. 
Other countries across the world 
With respect to the wider capture of mixedness across the globe, the substantial variety of 
country settings in terms of demography and measurement methods makes any recommendation for 
the 2020/21 census round problematic. However, where there is consistency of practice in particular 
world regions, sometimes facilitated by overarching organisations like the Organisation of Eastern 
Caribbean States, then recommendations become feasible. In the Caribbean islands, for example, 
WKHUH LV D FDVH WRPDNH WKH FORVHG µPL[HG¶RSWLRQDQRSHQ UHVSRQVH FDWHJRU\7KH$XVWUDOLDQ
Census offered multi-ticking across the Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin question. However, 
the Australian Census does not offer an ethnic or population group question. Instead, respondents are 
asked to complete an ancestry question with provision for up to two ancestries (from 7 predesignated 
options and a write-in category), such questions yielding much higher proportions of multiple 
responses than population group questions. In consequence the Australian census does not provide 
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information on the µmixed¶ population, though the potential to do so in 2021 is available through the 




is projected to continue, placing a priority on the use of methods that optimally capture this 
population. Several countries have now included methods to measure mixedness in their decennial 
censuses and in some across multiple censuses but with variable findings. While multi-ticking yields 
detailed data on the composition of mixed racial/ethnic identities, post-census validation survey data 
for the USA reveals its poor reproducibility. The more specific exact combinations method used in the 
England and Wales Censuses might be expected to produce more stable counts, but linked records in 
the ONS Longitudinal Study show otherwise, except for WKHµ:KLWHDQG%ODFN&DULEEHDQ¶FDWHJRU\
Similarly, the open response method, favoured by respondents in the England experiment, was found 
in Scotland¶V 2011 Census to produce highly disparate findings that lacked utility for the 
understanding of mixedness. 
The growing complexity of mixedness in terms of the diversity and multiplicity of the 
constituent groups favours multiticking$VµPL[HG¶SHople enter cohabitational and marital unions, in 
some cases with another mixed person, the exact combinations method will become increasingly 
deficient in capturing the ethnic identities of their offspring. However, extensive testing of this option 
in the UK is required, given current difficulties with this approach. Further, enhancing the prominence 
of the instruction to multi-tick in US and Canadian Censuses and Surveys may reduce the number of 
respondents who miss the instruction. This method for measuring the multiracial/ethnic population is 
still relatively new, so some improvement in capture may come about anyway with increased 
familiarity with the design of the question. 
Notes 
1. Terminology varies across national settings. The US Census since 1980 has insisted that 
Hispanic and Non-Hispanic are HWKQLFLWLHV DQG VR H[FOXGHG IURP WKH µUDFH¶ TXHVWLRQ WKDW
FDSWXUHVWKHPXOWLSOHUDFHVSRSXODWLRQ7KHVDOLHQWFHQVXVWHUPLQWKH8.LVµHWKQLFJURXS¶ 
2. This section was based on a search of world census forms and questionnaires at: World 
Population and Housing Census Programme, National Questionnaires, July 2015, accessed at: 






4. 2011 Census, Scotland. Ethnic group (detailed). Table AT_005_2011. 
5. 2011 Census, Northern Ireland. Ethnic group (detailed). Table QS201NI. 
6. http://www.gov.je/Government/Census/Census2011/Pages/2011CensusResults.aspx 
7. The options in the England and Wales and Scotland Censuses are listed under broad pan-
ethnic or colour categories as a 2006 Census Test in Scotland found that respondents 
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